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Governments. They therefore could not be blamed if, when 
they came into possession of those countries, they found prin­
ciples acted upon with which, however adverse to their feelings, 
it would be unsafe to interfere, without due caution/’ 46 In 
1837 Buxton expressed the fear that sugar would produce a 
system of slavery in the East as disgraceful as it had produced 
in the West. The government spokesman assured him it would 
not. Buxton “ was much obliged . . . for that assurance.” 47 
In 1843 Brougham, veteran abolitionist, was still looking for­
ward with sanguine hope to the abolition of slavery in India, 
“ a consummation not to be accomplished so much by legisla­
tion, or by doing violence to property ” , as by encouraging the 
native slaveowners to declare their children free after a certain 
date.48 Yet it was the sugar of this country that the aboli­
tionists urged upon the people of England in preference to the 
slave-grown sugar of the West Indies. Some of the aboli­
tionists had East Indian interests, and “ perhaps their detesta­
tion of West Indian slavery was sharpened by a sense of the 
unfair discrimination of the sugar duties in favour of the West 
Indies and against the growing sugar plantations of India.” 49 
Thomas Whitmore, East Indian leader in Parliament, was a 
Vice President of the Anti-Slavery Society, and a candidate 
for the succession to the leadership of the Anti-Slavery Party. 
Zachary Macaulay had shares in the East India Company. 
James Cropper, one of the most active of the abolitionists, who 

had been the first to import the slave-grown cotton of America, 
was the greatest importer of East India sugar into Liverpool.

The abolitionists were equally silent about American slavery 

which supplied England’s factories with their vital raw supply. 
The West Indian could legitimately ask whether “ slavery was 

only reprehensible in countries to which those members do not

46 D e b a t e s  a t th e  G e n e r a l  C o u r t  o f  P r o p r ie t o r s  o f  E a s t  I n d i a  S t o c k  o n  th e  

i g t h  a n d  2 1 s t  M a r c h  1 8 2 3  on  th e  E a s t  I n d i a  S u g a r  T r a d e  (London, 1833), 
p. 3 5 .

4? Hansard, Third Series, XXXVIII, 1853-1854, J u ly  10, 1837.

48 I b id ., LXX, 1294, July 21, 1843.

49 Bell and Morrell, o p . c it .t Introduction, p. xxx.
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working of children.64 Public opinion, in the words of Lord 
Denman, had undergone a “ lamentable and disgraceful 
change.” 65

The West India Interest

Against the combined attacks of capitalists and abolitionists 
the West India interest put up a stubborn fight. If, however, 
the antagonists were the same as in the previous conflicts over 
abolition and emancipation, they had changed ideologies in 
the interim. The former slaveowners were now the great 
advocates of humanitarianism and free labor. Those who 
formerly had countenanced slavery in the British colonies were 
now the most zealous critics of slavery in the foreign colonies. 
Where formerly, as owners of slaves, they had demanded pro­
tection against the free-grown sugar of India, now, employers 
of free labor, they demanded it against the slave-grown sugar 
of Brazil. Formerly they had extenuated the evils of sugar 
cultivation by slaves, now they exaggerated them. When they 
employed slaves they apologized for the evils of slavery; now 
that they employed freemen they exalted the blessings of 
freedom.

They depended on three things to save them, protection, 
labor and the abolition of the slave trade. To them protection 
was simply a claim for justice.66 To refuse it was un- 
English.67 The protecting duty was necessary to safeguard 
the experiment of free labor (paid at twenty-five cents a day) 
from the advantages of Brazil and Cuba.68 Did India, how­
ever, need this duty? Or did Barbados, with its 750 persons 
to the square mile, crying out for “ living space ” ?

The planters continued to demand labor as if they were still 
living in the palmy days of the slave trade. Portuguese,

64 H. Merivale, Lectures on Colonization and Colonies, 1 8 3 9 - 1 8 4 1  (London, 
1861), p. 303.

65 Hansard, Third Series, XCVI, 1052, Feb. 22, 1848.

66 Ibid., C, 356, Bentinck, July 10, 1848.

67 Ibid., LXXV, 213, Stewart, June 3, 1844; ibid., XCIX, 1094, Miles, June 
23, 1848.

68 Ibid., LVI, 616, Sandon, Feb. 12, 1841.



No. i] LAISSEZ FAIRE, SUGAR AND SLAVERY 8l
Africans, convicts— anything would do. But the great source 
was India, as Africa had been before emancipation. Between 
1838 and 1917 approximately 238,000 Indians were imported 
into British Guiana and 145,000 into Trinidad.69 Unrestricted 
Indian immigration was the appeasement offered to the planters 
in return for the equalization of the duties.

Thereafter the West Indians turned their attention to the 
third of their trinity, the foreign slave trade. They had called 
for its abolition ever since 1807 and had sent special emissaries 
to England in 1830 to impress upon the government this in­
dispensable prerequisite of British West Indian recovery.70 A  
movement of considerable proportions developed in Jamaica in 
1849 along these lines. A ll classes, colors, parties and sects 
presented a united front; laymen and churchmen, planters and 
laborers, former slaveowners and emancipated slaves, whites 

and blacks joined in the cry of justice to Africa, that “ the 

odious term ‘ slave ' [be] expunged from the vocabulary of 

the universe.,, 71 In 1807 the agent for Jamaica in England 

had lugubriously prophesied that abolition of the British slave 

trade would “ occasion diminished commerce, diminished rev­
enue and diminished navigation; and in the end sap and totally 

remove the great cornerstone of British prosperity.” 72 In 

1849 African slave trade and slavery were denounced in 

Jamaica as “ opposed to humanity— productive of the worst evils 

to Africa— degrading to all engaged in the traffic, and inimical 

to the moral and spiritual interests of the enslaved.” 73

69 I. Ferenczi, International Migrations (New York, 1929). Figures esti­
mated from tables in vol. 1, pp. 506-509, 516-518, 520.

70 H .  of C . Sess. Papers, Accounts and Papers, 1 8 3 0 - 1 8 3 1 , vol. IX, No. 120, 
p. 84. Keith Douglas to the Board of Trade, Oct. 30, 1830; C. 0 . 137/186, 
Memorial of Jamaica deputies, Nov. 29, 1832.

71 D. Turnbull, The Jamaica Movement, for Promoting the Enforcement o f  

the Slave-Trade Treaties, and the Suppression of the Slave Trade (London, 
1850), especially pp. 65, 94, 95, 99, 120, 201, 267.

72 “ The Manuscripts of J. B. Fortescue, Esq., preserved at Dropmore” (His­
torical Manuscripts Commission, London, 1892-1927), IX, 14-19. Edmund Lyon 
to Grenville, Jan. 16, 1807.

73 Turnbull, o p . c it .f p. 202.
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Gladstone

Sugar was a question of enormous complexity, involving 
not merely the simple issue of protection or free trade, as in the 
case of corn, but the more thorny one of free labor and slave 
labor. Its difficulties have been followed by a consideration of 
the attitudes of the major interests involved. These can further 
be illustrated by a consideration of the attitudes of England's 
three leading statesmen: Gladstone, Disraeli and Palmerston.

Gladstone was a West Indian. His father owned extensive 
sugar plantations in British Guiana and was at one time chair­
man of the Liverpool West India Association, while he was 

also one of the first private traders to venture into the Indian 
field. The great statesman was therefore well fitted to defend 
the joint West-East Indian sugar monopoly after 1836. His 
maiden speech in Parliament had been a defense of the slavery 
on his father's plantations. A ll his filial feelings, taunted 
an opponent, were involved in the question of slavery, and his 
family connections with West Indian sugar plantations brought 
out all his eloquence.74

The free trader of later years was at that time a protec­
tionist in sugar. But he could not defend the East Indian 

claim for protection,75 and he was forced to admit that the 

distinction between free-grown and slave-grown sugar was not 

so clear that it could be drawn with uniform and absolute 
precision.76 In 1841 he openly supported the policy of sup­
pression of the slave trade, refusing “ for small and paltry 
pecuniary advantages. . .  to forgo the high title and noble 

character they had earned before the whole world ", or “ to 

substitute an uniformity in wrong for an inconsistent acknowl­
edgment of what was right." 77 Nine years later the suppres­
sion policy appeared to him anomalous and preposterous: “ it 

is not an ordinance of Providence that the government of one

74 Hansard, Third Series, LXXVIII, 469, Bright, March 7, 1845.

75 Ibid., CXI, 581, May 31, 1850.

7 *  I b i d . ,  LXXVII, 1269, Feb. 26, 1845.

77 I  bid., LVIII, 167, 169, May 10, 1841.



nation shall correct the morals of another/' 78 And it was 
Gladstone who led the campaign in England for the recogni­
tion of the Confederacy, claiming that “ Jefferson Davis and 
other leaders of the South have made an army; they are mak­
ing, it appears, a navy; and they have made what is more than 
either, they have made a nation." 79

Disraeli

The sugar question was a party issue. If Corn was the 
King of monopolies, Sugar was his Queen. The Corn Laws 
and the Sugar Duties were part of the same protectionist policy, 
motivated by the desire to protect the poor soil of Britain and 
the poor soil of the British West Indies from the competition 
of the richer soil of other countries. The aristocracy of the 
sugar hogsheads joined hands with the aristocracy of corn. 
Peel, free trader in cotton and silk, was protectionist in corn 
and sugar. The West Indian cause was ably championed by 
the protectionists, Bentinck, Stanley, above all, Disraeli.

To Disraeli, equalization of the sugar duties was merely an 
extension of protection to the slaveowners of Brazil and Cuba. 
The abolition of slavery had ruined the West Indies. It was 
the greatest blunder ever committed by the English people, 
“ an exciting topic . . . addressed to an insular people of strong 
purpose, but very deficient information." 80 When the West 
Indians bargained the protecting duty for Indian immigration, 
Disraeli turned the batteries of his scorn on their leader, 
“ mounted on a hogshead of sugar, in a white sheet, holding 
the taper of penitence, and crying ‘ peccavi' ".81

Yet Disraeli condemned the suppression of the slave trade on 
grounds of economy and as a questionable policy which in­
volved Britain in difficulties in every court and in every 
colony.82 The great betrayal was in sight. In 1846 the West

78 I b id ., CIX, 1162, March 19, 1850.

79 P. Guedalla, G la d s to n e  a n d  P a lm e r s t o n  (London, 1928), pp. 64-66.

80 Hansard, Third Series, XCVI, 132-133, Feb. 4, 1848.

81 I b i d . ,  LXXXVIII, 166, July 28, 1846.

82 I b id ., XCVII, 994-996, March 24, 1848.
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Indies were still to him “ a fragment, but a fragment which I 
value, of the colonial system of England.”83 But to the apostle 
of imperialism in the seventies, the wretched colonies were, in 
the fifties, millstones round Britain’s neck. “ After the im­
mense revolution that has been carried into effect, we cannot 
cling to the rags and tatters of a protective system.” 84 Mer­
cantilism was not dead but damned.

Palmerston

What, then, of Palmerston, the “ last candle of the nine­
teenth century ” ? The slave trade has been called Palmerston’s 
“  benevolent crotchet ”. In office he accomplished little. Out 
of office he goaded the government to greater efforts to ac­
complish what he had failed to do. A  simple motion for 

returns of the slave trade between 1815 and 1843 was accom­
panied by a speech which fills over twenty-five columns in 
Hansard, a rhetorical display crowned by a magnificent per­
oration, which might have been culled from anti-slavery 
speeches of the last half-century.85 As if he was appealing to 
Parliament and the country for full appreciation of his labors 
in the cause, once every month he drew attention to those 
labors.86 But when Manchester’s representative emphasized 
the difficulties which Britain’s suppression policy was causing 
with the Brazilian government and deprecated armed inter­
ference, Palmerston spoke about France, Cuba, the Imaum of 
Muscat, everything but the Brazilian slave trade.87

In Palmerston’s eyes the distinction between free-grown 
sugar and slave-grown sugar was irreconcilable to common 
sense, untenable in practice, founded upon the principle of 
protection 88 which he opposed as “ a principle . . .  of fatal 
injury to the country and inimical to the prosperity of every

83 Hansard, Third Series, LXXXVIII, 164, July 28, 1846.

84 Ibid., CXXIV, 1036, March 3, 1853.

85 Ibid., LXXVI, 947, 963, Peel, July 16, 1844.

88 Ibid., LXXX, 482, Peel, May 16, 1845.

M Ibid., LXXXII, 1058-1064, July 24, 1845.

88 Ibid., LXXV, 1068, Ju ne 17, 1844.



country to whose affairs it may be applied.” 89 He wished to 
see the word “ protection ” erased from every commercial dic­
tionary.90 They had given proof, he thought, of their zeal 
for the suppression of the slave trade, and if they prohibited 
the importation of Brazilian sugar, Brazil would think that 
they did not really believe that free labor was cheaper than 
slave.91 By their “ absurd tariff and mischievous policy ” the 
government had “ sacrificed the commercial interests of the 
country in the Brazilian trade, in the Spanish trade, and I 
fear, also in other quarters about to follow, and all for the 
purpose of maintaining a favorite crotchet, based upon hypo­
critical pretences.” 92

*  *  *  *

In 1857 the London Times wrote with reference to the cotton 
trade of the Southern states : “ it is our trade. It is the great 
staple of British industry. We are Mr. Legree’s agents for 
the manufacture and sale of his cotton crops.” 93 The wheel 
had come full circle. British capitalism had fostered West 
Indian slavery and destroyed West Indian slavery— all in the 
interests of British capitalism. But it continued to thrive on 
Brazilian, Cuban and American slavery.

E r ic  W i l l i a m s

H oward U niversity

89 I b i d . ,  CXI, 592, May 31, 1850.

90 Guedalla, o p . c it ., p. 30.

91 Hansard, Third Series, LVIII, 648, 653, May 18, 1841.

* * I b i d . ,  L X X X I I ,  550, 552, J u ly  15, 1845.

93 T im e s , Jan. 30, 1857.
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